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"When science meets society: Consensus at stake." 
ABSTRACT: Worldwide matters of concern, such as climate change and the economic crisis, have 
shown that science is not an isle in society, where scientists should (solely) pursue science for its own 
sake. The underlying value-free ideal of science is a hot topic of debate in contemporary philosophy 
of science (Lacey, 1999; Longino, 2002; Douglas, 2009; Elliott, 2011). Scientists are more often being 
called upon as experts to give advice to policymakers and (governmental) organizations. Society, 
however, finds itself confronted with experts disagreeing and making mistakes. This puts a burden on 
both science, as it seems to be hit in its core, and society, which (often blindly) relies upon the advice 
of scientists for policy making. 
      Nonetheless, there are times in which, when push comes to shove, establishing a scientific 
consensus is imperative to solve controversies, such as climate change.  Establishing a consensus on 
the causes and extent of global warming could facilitate policymaking and, moreover, send a 
convincing signal that doing nothing will have dire consequences. However, studies carrying 
attention for plurality and heterodoxy have raised questions concerning the ideal of the scientific 
consensus, the subversive results scientific consensus’ veneration might have, and, connected to it, 
the neglect of dissent. 
      Investigating this intriguing relation between science and society - and scientific plurality, dissent, 
and consensus making in particular - will be the aim of this presentation, relating the philosophical 
quarrels to how consensus conferences (NIH, IARC, IPCC,…) manage to deal with them in practice. 
Findings of the presenter (Kosolosky, 2010 & 2011) and collaborated work with Jeroen van Bouwel 
(forthcoming) will be presented here as a manner of paving the way for further understanding of 
consensus making in science and society. 
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